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Reona sat slumped in her car. The big billboard sign along the main road caught her attention—Carter’s Cars. That would be changing. As soon as they could, the new owner would probably put up one that would splash their name in big letters. Or maybe not. Maybe they liked the Carter name and the connections that came with it. She was slightly curious who the new owner would be. Probably the current manager. Not that he was great at his job, but he seemed like the most likely candidate. Even if he was a jerk, he was the one in the driver’s seat.

Her little pun made her smile, but that too soon slipped. It wouldn’t be her, that much she knew. None of the Carter businesses would have her name. Her father had made that clear.

Although, he had threatened to put her name and picture in big bold print. Thankfully, he hadn’t. The second billboard was empty. His threatening to out her was his way of pushing her to get the answers he wanted. Which she’d intended to do, but she’d seen what he’d done with the last dealership. He’d shut it down. What had hurt her the most was the letter he’d sent to her job, addressed to her real name, from Carter Management Ltd. It, of course, had stirred up all kinds of questions. The sly looks. Conversations stopping when she entered a room.

Someone had taken that to the next level and had done some snooping. They’d found out who she truly was. It had been the start of the downfall of the tiny bit of normalcy she’d created.

Sighing heavily, she rested her forehead against the steering wheel. But that only lasted a second. She snapped upright. She was sitting right across the street from her work. Someone could see her from the building. They already hated her and were looking for any weakness to hold over her.

She pushed open the car door. A horn honked. She quickly yanked the door closed, barely missing the car whizzing by. Another reason she never parked there. It just showed how distracted she was.

What was she even doing there? They all disliked her. The minute they’d found out who she truly was... she’d become the pariah. They’d all looked at her like she was going to steal from them. If they only knew.

And now everything had changed. Again.

It was time to go to work. She carefully checked her mirrors before getting out and darting across the street. As she crossed the large dealership lot, she squared her shoulders. Reaching the front door, she shoved it open with force, remembering a moment too late why she never entered the building that way. 

Damn.

Cindy, the receptionist, was at her large front-and-center desk. She seemed distracted by something on her computer. Reona turned to her right and walked fast, hoping Cindy wouldn’t look up.

“Morning, Reo.”

Not that lucky. Reona’s shoulders tightened, unsure if it was from Cindy’s loud nasally voice or the nickname that she’d only ever allowed one person to call her. Or that there seemed to be some syrup dripping from her words. Reona kept moving but threw a ‘morning’ over her shoulder.

Cindy mistook that as a chance to chat. “What are you doing here?”

“I work here.” Reona scurried into her office, carefully closing the door. She sank back against it, taking a much-needed breath. Pushing away from the door, she moved around her desk and sat down. The pile of paper in her tray reminded her of the forms still on the computer needing to be finished. Her hope was that she’d get through them before she had to leave. That was inevitable. It left a black splat on her emotions. Moreso than what had happened recently. Which in itself was depressing.

She could have taken a few days off. But nope, here she was back at work.

‘Never show weakness. Never miss an opportunity.’

She snorted. Her father’s words and the irony of them popping into her head at that moment wasn’t lost on her. The last thing she needed or wanted was to hear her father’s voice at that point. Although one part of her acknowledged she’d never hear the real thing again.

She turned on her computer. While it booted up, she picked up some files from her desk. Her attention wasn’t on them, though, it was on the events of a few days before. She’d been in a room of twenty people. It really should have just been two—her and her father’s lawyer. And maybe her mom. The woman she rarely saw or, for that matter, really knew. Maybe her brother. If he was still alive.

In his usual style, her father had done things grandiose. The mere hint of receiving money had brought the relatives, friends, acquaintances, and business associates out in droves. They all had their hands out. Some Reona knew and had worked with. Others, she did not know who they were. The whole thing had disgusted her. Part way through, she’d gotten up and left, despite the lawyer’s plea that she stay. She hadn’t. She couldn’t. Not only was she pretty sure what was in the will but she didn’t want the humiliation in front of others.

The phone on her desk rang, reminding her she still had a job. At least for now. Without looking, she knew who it was. And why. She had been hoping it would be someone calling to check on her. To see how she was doing. Someone besides her father’s lawyer. He’d attempted to talk to her more in the last few days than her father had in the last year or so. Although, some of that was her fault. The last in-person conversation she’d had with her father thirteen months ago reared up as though making sure she hadn’t forgotten it.

Get me some answers.

In her brain, it sounded deep, guttural, and hard. That wasn’t how he’d worded it or said it but that’s how it resonated with her.

The phone on her desk buzzed again. Distracted, she picked it up.

“You have customers. They’re looking for a new vehicle.” Cindy slammed the phone down.

It wasn’t anything new. She’d been doing that to Reona for the last month or so. Reona was tired of it. Of all of it.

Sighing, she got up, brushed her hands down her pants, pasted on a smile, and went into work mode. By the time she stepped out of her office, no one would have known or guessed all that she’d been through recently. Or the last year. She walked past Cindy’s desk, ignoring the immature faces she was making just for Reona’s benefit.

Reona walked up to the couple standing near the front door. “Hi. I’m Reona. How can I help you?”

“You forgot your nametag,” Cindy said, sugary sweet.

Reona clapped her hand on her chest and laughed, remaining facing the people there to buy a car. “Yikes. What a day already.” She motioned for the couple to follow her outside. “Let’s go out and see what we can find you.”

She really wanted to get away from Cindy’s too-big ears and lousy attitude. It hadn’t always been like that. For a while, she’d treated Reona like she was someone who deserved respect. But then things changed. Cindy had learned who Reona was and that was it. Overnight, Reona had become cow manure.

Who had outed her to all the staff was still a mystery. Her dad’s sign hadn’t come to fruition, but the letter he’d sent had been enough to attract someone’s attention. Cindy? Probably. Finding out Reona’s father owned the dealership and was filthy rich was enough to condemn her. No one had asked her any questions. They’d just started judging and condemning her.

That had turned the tables on her. The funny thing was that none of them knew the real reason Reona had been there - to snoop. Not that she’d done a good job of it because she’d seen what would happen if she did.

It had hurt. More than she wanted to admit.

She forced herself to attend to the customers, but she saw the frowns and the sideways glances. The job of selling cars, which she’d ironically enjoyed and had discovered she was good at, didn’t mean anything anymore. She was going to be out.

Five minutes later, the couple left. Without a vehicle. Reona had never been one of those sleazy car dealers, but she knew how to get people to buy. She’d known what they wanted and what they could afford. In fact, people had asked for her. Which, on top of everything else, hadn’t helped her relationship with her coworkers. They all hated her.

Reentering the building, Reona hurried toward her office.

“Couldn’t make a sale, hey? Losing your touch?” Cindy said snidely.

Heads turned. Some questioning. But most with a smirk. Cindy truly should have been let go a long time ago. She wasn’t very good at her job or good for the company’s image. But then she’d have said the same about Reona.

Switching direction, Reona went into the staff room to get herself a coffee. The moment she stepped through the door, though, she wanted to back out.

“Reona. I wasn’t expecting you. What are you doing here?”

The same question. The one she didn’t have an answer for. 

“Have work to do.” She took a step back. 

“Really? I would think that you’d want to take some time off.”

Reona changed her mind and made her way to the coffeepot in the corner. She grabbed a cup and filled it. “Well, I don’t, Noreen. Thank you for your concern.”

“Don’t mistake it for concern. It’s just that when normal people lose their father, they take a few days to mourn. You know, show some respect.”

“Go to hell, Noreen. You know nothing about me.”

“Since your father just died, I thought maybe it might, you know, bother you?”

Reona wasn’t sure how she made it to her office but the moment she closed the door, she dropped against it. Coffee slopped onto her hand. Swearing, she straightened and set the cup on her desk. Grabbing a tissue, she used it to mop her hand. Tears pricked her eyes. It was the coffee burning her that brought on the emotions. Not the rudeness of others. And not losing her father. That had happened a long time ago. He might have still been breathing during the last year but she’d said goodbye and had come to peace with it. Sort of.

No, the tears were for her. And all that she was going to lose now that he was gone. His money didn’t even factor into it. Which is what everyone would think.

In some ways, she wished it was the reason. It would have been easier.
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A steady stream ran through her mind as she sat down, but she didn’t utter one of them. Glancing at the clock on her desk, she bet with herself how long she had until she was called into the boss’s office. Ten minutes?

Her phone buzzed. Knowing it was Cindy, she ignored it. Cindy would gloat over being the one to send her to the boss’s office. Dale was an okay manager, but he was lazy. Rarely did he deal with any of the issues going on in this business. He just let things fester until they boiled over. But this one he wouldn’t. Reona was sure of it. If he didn’t do something about her, his wife would. She was really the one who had the backbone in that family.

Hating that she was waiting for the axe to fall and, knowing how much some people loved knowing that, Reona decided not to wait. Dale’s office was two doors down from hers. Once her coworkers had found out who she was, they’d wondered why his office hadn’t been hers. She didn’t want the manager's position. Never had. Nor did she want their attention for who she was.

Dale’s door was open. She knocked on the doorframe, stepped through, and closed the door behind her. No reason to add more gossip to the mill.

“What the hell, Reona? Why are you being so nasty to Noreen? And I hear Cindy, as well.”

Noreen. His little piece on the side. Noreen, who was supposed to be the accounting person for the business but she had no brain for numbers. Or much else, except maybe screwing a married man. Reona sat down.

“If I said she started it, would that matter?”

He tilted his head. He had that look of ‘don’t give me some bullshit story.’ Normally, it would have kept her in line but she knew where this was headed. Had been for a while now. If her dad had convinced her of his way of thinking, she’d have only been there one or maybe two months. Not almost six months.

“Why have you stayed?”

His question caught her off guard. Why had she stayed?

She’d tried to live a normal life. That had been her dream. She’d actually felt like she was making a positive difference here. She’d liked being part of the solution. Only her father had felt she’d stayed too long. That she hadn’t gotten him what he’d needed. He’d forced her hand. Outing her had been so dirty.

It hurt in ways she couldn’t even express.

“Great question. I like it here. I thought I was doing a good job.”

“Snooping for your father—” he grunted with anger. “You’re lucky it was me you had to deal with. My wife wanted you fired.”

Mrs. Wevil was the one to make the heavy decisions but she wasn’t at the office very often. Since Reona hadn’t been fired yet, she wasn’t inclined to believe Dale.

“Ooh. Lucky me. I never told my father anything. You’re the one who got into bed with the billionaire. Maybe you should have done your homework on what kind of man he was. If you’d asked me, I’d have said run and don’t stop.” She got to her feet, tired of the game, the questions, the crap. “I’m assuming he left you the business?”

His face turned a deep red. “Of course, it’s mine. I worked damn hard—”

She snorted. Without his wife, he’d have gotten nowhere. She was the brains.

“I’ll save you the trouble of firing your first employee as an owner. I’m sure that was in his will, anyway.”

Dale was clearly shocked. He really didn’t know her father.

“I gave you some great ideas for this place.” The first Tuesday of the month special had added another ten plus sales a month to their bottom line. And it had been growing.

“You can stay until the end of the day.”

His magnanimous offer grated on Reona’s nerves.

“No. I’ll be out of here in—” She glanced at the clock over his head. “How long for Noreen to write up my final cheque?” She chuckled at her own joke. Noreen wouldn’t be doing up her final payment, even though that was her job. Reona wasn’t sure she even knew how to get onto the computer.

Dale’s face turned redder as his nose flared but she was beyond caring. “Fifteen minutes.”

Which meant he had to quit what he was doing to make it happen. She walked out and went straight to her office. Her jaw was clamped shut. It was the only way she was sure she could stop the nasty things she wanted to say to him.

She riffled through her desk drawers to take out any personal belongings. Along with the few things on her desk. Of which there wasn’t much. The only thing that mattered was the picture of her and her brother. He’d been eighteen. She’d been fourteen. She sighed heavily as she traced his face. It had been a very long time since she’d seen him. Not long after that picture, he’d disappeared. She hadn’t understood his need to leave back then but she did now. At least some of it.
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“Cal?”

“Andy.”

“You’re calling because?”

“Thought we should talk. A lot has changed recently.” Cal hadn’t wanted to make the call but since neither of the partners had, it was up to him to get the ball rolling. There were things they could no longer ignore.

“Dutch dying is a bit of a problem. But I don’t see why we need to worry. Our businesses are—ooops. I guess I should say mine. Yours—”

“Screw you, Andy.”

“I’m surprised you’re not angry about Dutch shutting down your business. What, three months... no, five months ago.”

“It freed me up. I could stop playing the manager, which I hated. It didn’t affect my cash flow. Well, not much.” He was no longer getting his manager's pay, which had been almost $300,000 a year. Although, that was a pittance to the amount he’d been bilking the company for. In truth, it was his company but that was buried beneath a mountain of paperwork that made it look like Carter Ltd. owned it. He hadn’t really been stealing from anyone.

Dutch dying was inconvenient and now it sounded like he had left a mess. But then what did Cal expect. The whole thing had been a mess from the start.

What had made sense thirty-seven years ago definitely didn’t now.

They’d been so stupid.

At seventeen, who knew what to do with 5 million dollars? They sure hadn’t. Going from being barely able to scrape together a dollar to being filthy rich? It had fractured more of their brain cells than the drugs they’d been experimenting with at the time. All they’d believed was that they had to look legit or someone would take it from them.

They’d all signed an agreement about how best to make the money grow. They might not have been well educated but they were clear on that. Dutch had been what they’d been looking for. He’d turned five million into almost a billion dollars. It had taken thirty-some years, but no one was complaining.

Andy was still talking.

“—you’re just pissed because you got caught using the company as your personal bank account. Pretty stupid, Cal, to charge your parties and hotel rooms to the company, just so you could sleep with some prostitutes.”

He didn’t respond. Andy knew what had happened. Probably thanks to Sandra. She seemed to think she was in charge. She might have been the one who came up with their crazy scheme and kept them all on a tether all these years, but he was done. Time to move on. He wanted out from under their thumbs. The millions he’d put away would give him a decent lifestyle but there was no way he was leaving his cut of the almost billion dollars.

There was also the tricky problem of a murder.

“You’re just lucky he didn’t get a chance to take your business. He was working on it.”

“Unlike you, I’m too smart to get caught with my pants down.”

“Oh, my goodness, you’re funny.”

Andy sighed. “What are you worried about?”

“We put Dutch in charge. We gave him the power—”

“In name only. He had no real power. He was the figurehead who could make deals but couldn’t sign off on them. We had to. He had no idea who we were, other than Sandra. We were the silent partners.”

“Yeah. What if...”

“Has something happened?” Andy sounded concerned.

“No. I just want my money. And I want it now.” Cal wondered if he should broach the subject of the note he’d gotten. Andy hadn’t mentioned anything recently. It had been months since Andy had mentioned getting that first message. But nothing since. Not that he’d shared the ones he’d received, either. He’d mostly ignored them.

“You sound like you’re going somewhere.”

“I wish. I might do like Sandra and travel the world. Gotta go.” He hung up. Andy was being cagey, which increased his need for answers. He wasn’t going to sit back and hope things were fine. The map he’d gotten in the mail had grabbed his attention. There had been no return address, but he knew who it was from. 

On one side of the map, there was a skull and crossbones. By itself he might have ignored it as a joke but along with everything else...

Copper Queen Lake.

Where the hell was that?

He took a picture of the map.

What guarantee did he have that Andy and Sandra weren’t putting a plan in place to make him pay for everything?
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Reona cleaned out her computer, deleting emails that weren’t relevant or she didn’t feel the company had the right to. Anything personal, which there wasn’t much of. She removed her search history. There was nothing bad but leaving anything wasn’t a good idea. Someone would figure out how to twist it and use it against her. Being a billionaire’s daughter, she had to be more careful than most.

Her cell phone rang. She glanced at it but tapped decline. The lawyer again. Probably to apologize for what had been left to her—nothing. Her father had told her on many occasions that when he died she was not to expect to be the CEO of his company. Nor was she getting any money. The number of people at the reading of his will suggested that there were many who thought they might get a piece of his large pie. But not her. She was sure she’d been told to be there so he could rub it in her face. Even from the grave.

Sean hadn’t been there either. 

Feeling like she’d burned enough time, she went back to her boss’s—ex-boss’s— office. He reached behind him to his printer and grabbed the paper. Snagging a pen off his desk, he signed it, folded it along the perforated lines, tore the trim off, and handed her the cheque. She glanced at the amount. Her jaw went slack.

“A few decimal points are missing.”

“Since you’re now filthy rich, you don’t need it.” He smirked.

Without revealing she was probably as broke as the rest of his staff, she crumpled the piece of paper. She tossed it in his face. It probably cost more to print than the amount he’d put on it.

“You bastard. Your business is going downhill. Cindy is a terrible front for your business. Carl is stealing from you. Noreen is useless, except I guess not in the bedroom.”

His face turned dark red. It concerned her but before she could apologize, he started blustering, “You think you’re so special. You’re no better than the rest of us. You—”

Disgusted by his lame innuendos, she spun on her heel and walked out, fighting the urge to run. She stopped long enough at her office to grab her meager belongings and head for the front exit.

“Good riddance,” Cindy said in a sickly sweet, gloating voice.

Reona flipped her the middle finger on the way out. She was storming across the parking lot when she saw him. The man with the ballcap and sunglasses was back. Over the past year, he’d been showing up here. Sometimes once a month. Sometimes once a week. But over the last seven days, he’d been a normal fixture to her day. Her very own stalker. She wasn’t scared of him as he didn’t seem threatening but she was wary of him following her.

Today, she’d had enough. 

Changing directions, she headed straight for him. A car zipped into the parking lot. Reona had to react quickly. She jumped to the side to get out of the way. The person honked at her. Reona was tempted to flip the person the middle finger, but she was intent on talking to her ballcap guy. He was gone. She turned 360 degrees but didn’t see him anywhere. She did, however, see who had just arrived. A well-dressed, middle-aged woman got out of the company car. Reona walked over to her. She hadn’t had much interaction with the woman but knew a force when she met one.

“Mrs. Wevil.” She wasn’t an attractive woman, but she took care of herself. She was trim and seemed fit. Unlike her husband.

“Reona.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I understand you’re leaving us. I came to do up your final pay.”

She said it matter-of-fact but there was something... Reona couldn’t put her finger on it.

“Dale already did that. Screwed me ove—”

“That’s not his job.”

“Well, Noreen barely knows how to turn on a computer.”

“It’s not her job, either. I do the payroll and the accounting here.”

That shocked Reona. Why hadn’t she known that?

“He better not have paid you the full amount. There are some expenses that need taken off.”

“Don’t worry, I threw the cheque in his face. You can save your damn money.” Reona spun on her heel, needing to leave but some part of her told her she had unfinished business. She turned back with a deprecating smile.

“Dale is screwing Noreen and has been for at least a year. I also believe he’s defrauding your business. That expensive sports car that gets rented on a regular basis is being driven by Noreen. Just thought you should know what’s happening under your nose. Ask anyone, they all know it.” It all came pouring out.

The woman’s eyes narrowed but not with surprise. She knew about it but wasn’t happy that Reona had the nerve to tell her. Reona snorted. Of course she knew. Now, she had to make up her mind whether to still live in her fantasy world or make Dale pay. Since others knew of his infidelity, Reona was betting he’d pay. Dearly.

“You won’t get a job around here. Or anywhere, for that matter.” Payback.

In fairness, Reona had attacked first. “I know.”

“Don’t think because your dad died that you’re now in charge of our company. You’re not.”

“I know that too.”

The woman was going to protect her lifestyle, no matter what. Even putting up with a loser like Dale.

“Dale said you’re why I got to stay this long.” Reona knew it wasn’t true but wanted to see what kind of reaction she’d get.

“That’s a lie. I was the one who wanted you out.”

They were an odd couple but deserved each other.

“Good luck with Dale and his cheating ways.” It was a cheap shot, but it made Reona chuckle as she walked away. It wasn’t a happy sound, though, it was more to irritate her opponent. Which Mrs. Wevil now was.

Reaching her car, Reona tossed everything into the back seat. Her cell phone rang. Growling with frustration, she yanked it out. The lawyer again.

“Mr. Atwel. What the hell do you want?”

~~~~
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“She’s gone.”

“Good riddance. Any problems?” 

“Nope. She fired herself. So damn easy.” Andy chuckled. Sandra had been right. Reona didn’t have much of a backbone.

“Good. Now, we just need to keep an eye on her. I’m still not sure how Dutch was able to leave her some property. How did he slide that past me? I tracked where he spent all of his money. That wily bastard found a lawyer to use outside the company. I had to wait for him to die to discover how sneaky he was. His damn lawyer won’t take my calls. I don’t know where he dug him up.” Sandra was annoyed, but then she had often been with Dutch.

“As long as there aren’t any dead bodies.”

“Funny.”

“We might have another issue.”

“Cal?”

“Yeah.”

“After all this time, he’s falling apart?”

“That, and he’s demanding more.”

“We all get one-third, after we dismantle the company. It’s tied up until then. He knows that.”

“Right, but Dutch did a good job of tying it all up, didn’t he?” Andy was pissed.

“It won’t take long to untangle. We own that company. It’s in our names. Dutch just made promises to other companies that I will have to unmake.”

“It’s going to cost you.”

“Us. And it will. Which I will take care of as soon as I can get to his lawyer and get everything released.”

“Dutch wouldn’t have...” Andy wasn’t even sure where that thought had been going. Dutch had been getting antsy the last few years, but he had been as much a part of the problem as all of them. He might not have known where the money came from and hadn’t been part of getting it, but he’d been more than happy to play his role to grow it.

“He left me a letter.” Sandra let loose a string of nasty language that she only ever did when talking with her two childhood partners. She was careful about showing her uneducated, street-living upbringing.

“And?”

“I hadn’t read it until just now. It’s a stupid riddle. It suggests he knew where the body was buried. We have one week to find it, then a letter goes out to the authorities.”

“He knew about the body? How?”

They’d been so careful. They all should have cashed in the company a long time ago and split. But they hadn’t. The longer they’d stayed, the richer they’d become.

Stupid.

Andy was sure this had to be a prank. Someone was after their money. “That place is a shopping mall now. That happened... ten years ago? There’s no way they will find it now. Besides they can’t tie it to us.”

Sandra blew out a long steady breath but didn’t say anything.

“What did he say in his riddle?”

Sandra read it aloud.

“He moved the body.” Andy swore. Andy thought about sharing about Dutch’s note that had arrived in the mail but didn’t. It was yet to be opened. Cal must have received something too or he would soon.

“That means—” Sandra hung up. 

It meant that Dutch would have had to have moved it years before. Andy shuddered wondering why he’d have waited so long to screw with them. What would he gain now that he was dead?

They weren’t really friends. They weren’t really business associates, even if that was what they had been playing at for the past thirty-plus years. All they really were to each other were survivors. And murderers.
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Mick climbed onto his quad. He’d just dropped the bags of debris that he’d collected into the waste bins at the end of the lake. Following the trail through the bush, he headed to the next property he needed to clean. He still had three more after that. The tires made loud crunching sounds as he drove over the leaves and twigs that had fallen.

His work made him chuckle. It was almost pointless this time of year. The moment he raked and bagged the leaves, they were replaced by more. Not that he was complaining. It was his second job and was just keeping his head above water financially. Or had been. Besides, he loved being outdoors. And the lake was quiet this time of year. People didn’t know what they were missing. The colors of fall were amazing. Reds, yellows, oranges, and hints of green turned the forest into a fiery masterpiece.

He loved it. Stopping at the next property, he immediately got to work. The leaves not only looked cool, they crunched as he raked them into a pile. He worked diligently, glad this was one of the smaller properties. In total, he had six properties to look after. The two he’d finished were mid-size. Another two that didn’t have houses were a bit larger. The two with houses were larger still. Since no one lived in the houses and hadn’t, at least that he’d seen in the four years he’d been in the area, he often left them until the last.

As he worked, he tried to keep his mind blank but the calls he’d gotten earlier that morning flooded his thoughts.

His sister, Brit, had called him at 4:00 a.m. to warn him.

She’s broke. Again. And being kicked out. She’s going to call you.

Mick sighed but was at least somewhat prepared for his mother’s call, which came at 5:30 a.m.

He stole all my money. I need more. I’m being evicted.

The latest man in her life had emptied her savings account and split. Just like the one before that. And the one before that. She couldn’t work because her health was crap. Mostly self-inflicted.

Mick blew out an exasperated breath. Knowing that didn’t stop the guilt he and Brit felt. Nor did it absolve them of the responsibility of taking care of her. She was their mother, no matter how much she did wrong. Their father had split just before he’d turned eight and Brit had started preschool. Their old man had shown up a few times but he, too, often had his hand outstretched for money. When he got none, he’d left for good. Mick had started to work at the age of nine just so they’d have food on the table. Neither of his parents had seemed to think it was their responsibility nor a necessity for their kids.

He thought things had changed. He and Brit had signed the lease for her current place. Which meant they were on the hook for it. For the last six months, she’d begged them to trust her. She’d made some strides in showing them that she was being responsible. They’d listened. More like they were so exhausted with looking after her, they’d hoped. For the last three months, they’d given her the money to pay her rent. She hadn’t done that and now she was being kicked out.

They were back to the same crap after only a few months. She’d found a new boyfriend. And voila. There goes the money.

Was her story even true? Or had she spent it on drugs or something else she didn’t need? What was she into now?

He really didn’t want to know. But this was the last straw. He and Brit were going to have to end this and tell her she was on her own. She could go on social assistance. They were done.

Mick raked like he’d been injected with an overdose of energy. He pulled the leaves from around the edge of the open area, to the center. It was a mindless job, which he liked, but it also left his mind unoccupied and prone to drifting.

How do you make your mother grow up? Be responsible?

Why was it their job?

Suddenly, he pitched sideways. Instinctively, he flipped up the rake. It jammed against a tree, stopping his sideways momentum.

Taking a moment, he caught his breath and his mind immediately wandered again. Nina. His boss. She’d called that morning. Her call wasn’t sitting well.

Hi, Mick. Wanted to let you know that one of our owners has died. There are no changes to your work for now but wanted to give you a heads-up.

She’d made it sound like he didn’t have to worry but he was freaked. He needed the job and the money. His full-time job working for the town doing landscaping and maintaining the parks in summer and clearing snow and ice from sidewalks and parking lots in the winter wasn’t enough. This part-time job of cleaning properties at the lake wasn’t enough. Nothing was enough. His sister didn’t have much money, either. She, too, was working two jobs. They were both working their butts off to get ahead, but they were both broke.

Thanks to their mother.

Work. He just needed to work. Being extra careful, he cleared an area first before stepping forward. It didn’t take long to finish it. His chest heaving from the manual work and the stress, he took a short break. He’d been at it for a few hours. Looking around, he noted he hadn’t done the greatest job. The open area wasn’t big, but it was the most heavily treed. Someone could have built a small house or put a travel trailer there but neither had ever happened. He wasn’t sure why it needed to be cleaned.

It was the straining to see the ground and watch where he was stepping that finally clued him in to how late it was. He made his way down the narrow path through the trees to the lake. This was what he loved about this job. He could take a break whenever he wanted. As he stepped out onto the small beach, a gentle breeze brushed over him but it was on the warm side. Since it was fall, he never knew what kind of weather he was going to get.

The lake, as almost always, was quiet. He rarely saw any of the other owners or others using the lake. Of the forty-five lots, there were maybe ten houses. Only maybe five had people either living in them or visiting them. He was one of the few trying to make it his home. Finding the place to rent had been amazing but then to have the owner agree to a rent-to-own deal had been amazing. But it was now threatened.

Thanks to his mom.

The moon glinted off the lake. He’d better get moving, he still had more to do. Which he knew realistically he’d have to do at the end of the day tomorrow. With a last appreciative look and a deep breath, he headed back to finish up.

He filled some garbage bags with the leaves and then piled them on the back of his quad, strapping them in place. He climbed on. His mind was busy with how to save it all—his job, Brit, his sanity, and even his mother.
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Reona blinked. And blinked again. That’s all she felt like she’d been doing for the last hour. She was in shock. No, not shock; she was gobsmacked. Her father hadn’t left her nothing. He had, in fact, left her something.

A cabin.

She’d never heard of the place. Her head snapped back. She didn’t know where it was. That thought excited her. That meant others couldn’t find her. Pulling up a map on her phone, she quickly searched for Copper Lake.

No. Copper Queen Lake.

It was nestled in the Foothills.

A tingling sensation started in her fingertips. A cabin. He’d left her something. Why that excited her so much, she wasn’t sure. The man must have owned forty or more properties, all worth millions. But he hadn’t forgotten about her.

She got up from the table, she didn’t remember sitting down at, and walked around her small apartment. For the last year, her life had been hell because she’d felt dirty doing the snooping her father had wanted.

It hadn’t felt right and she hated that because of her one of the dealerships had come to its final demise. The only reason she was sure the second one was still open was because her father died before he could do something about it.

Why had she stayed?

Because she had nowhere else to go. Until now. She could move to that cabin. Then she’d figure out what she’d do for money. It didn’t matter that all her father left her out of his billions was a cabin. 

Maybe he’d left her brother, Sean, something, as well. Maybe Sean would finally come home. If he could. The lawyer said he couldn’t divulge anything about her brother but the way he’d said it suggested that Sean wasn’t coming back.

So many times she’d tried to find her brother but had never succeeded. She missed him so much. They had been close as kids and as close as most brothers and sisters were through their teen years, but they’d always been there for each other. Then he left. Just when she needed him most.

Her constant searching for and asking about him had been just one of many fights between her and her father. He’d forbidden the search. If his son wanted anything to do with them, he could come crawling home. Reona hadn’t quit. Her father refused to help her and threatened to cut her off financially, socially, and emotionally. So as a cocky, know-it-all eighteen-year-old, she’d moved out. In truth, he’d cut her off emotionally a long time before that. He’d kept his word and had done the rest almost immediately.

She’d ended up broke, unemployable unless she used her father’s connections, which she refused to do. Just like he’d predicted, she’d gone crawling back. It had burned like acid in her gut, but she hadn’t known what else to do. She’d never been prepared for the world and how they’d treat a rich man’s daughter. No one wanted anything to do with her, except to get their hands on the money they were sure she had.

Moving home had been tough. She wasn’t sure which had made her the most sick—quitting looking for her brother or allowing herself to be under her father’s thumb. Again. To get back into his good graces, he’d wanted her to go to work for one of his car dealerships. Incognito, of course. All she had to do was observe, snoop, and report back.

At first, she’d thought it was no big deal. With a souped-up resume, she’d gotten hired at the first one as a car salesperson. Videos and the internet had taught her the basics of how to do that job. It had been way harder than she could have imagined but she’d been good at it. Her father kept reminding her that wasn’t why she was there. She’d tried but she’d gotten to know the people she’d worked with. Some of them had even come to like her. Although, they had no idea who she was.

It had broken her heart and her spirit when she had to tell her father that there were some issues. The manager was an ass to work for and he was using the company to pay for a luxurious lifestyle. She thought her father would fire him and hire someone new. But nope, he’d shut the business down.

She waved her arms in the air as a silent scream ripped through her. It still drove her nuts. But it was her old life. She could leave it behind.

Sighing, she went to her bedroom and started packing. She was moving to her cabin. It made her somewhat nervous but really she’d been packing and moving sight unseen for her father for years, at least until this last job. The one where she’d learned that she really did have a lot of marketable skills. Not that anyone was going to want to hire her. Not if they knew who she was.

Her father’s ruthless, cut-throat attitude had floored her. She’d felt responsible for so many losing their jobs. It had devastated her, but her father wanted her to move to another dealership, in another town. Hating what he was doing and planning, she wanted to right that wrong. At the next dealership, she’d convinced her father that she needed at least three to six months. She’d gone so far as to make up fake spreadsheets, suggesting they were making good money. She’d kept her mouth shut about some of the affairs and thefts that were going on.

She’d enjoyed going to work and selling cars. It was something she was good at. She’d gotten too comfortable. He’d swooped in and demanded answers. 

The fights between them grew. He said he was just going to shut it down if she didn’t get him what he wanted. It meant she had to dig in to not only the dealership but some of the employees’ lives. He wanted her to spy on them. Again, she invented things. Things that were small, easily fixable. She also gave him her plans to make changes to the dealership. 

That wasn’t what he wanted. He mostly wanted information on the manager. But Dale hadn’t been anything like the previous, sleazy manager. Dale hadn’t been a great manager but he tried. His wife was truly the one, though, who had kept the business running.

Why would that have bothered her father? It didn’t make sense.

Reona had taken too long. Her father told her, he had what he wanted and that she needed to quit and get out of there. She’d refused. It was the only reason she could think of as to why he’d threatened to out her on a damn billboard sign. He’d sent her a letter threatening to post her name and picture on a billboard, right in front of the dealership, if she didn’t get out. It would destroy her credibility. No one knew she was the owner’s daughter. The irony was that the letter had been enough. Everyone discovered who she was because of it. It had saved him thousands. But it had destroyed the little bit of self-esteem she’d been nurturing.

Something he wouldn’t be doing again.

That fleeting thought lifted her spirits a tiny bit but also dropped them to the bottom of a pit. There was still a small part of her that hoped for that fairytale father. The one who said I love you. The one who supported and encouraged his children. The one who cared. Who had a heart. She’d have taken what the Tinman, from the Wizard of Oz, had for a heart, over what her father had.

He’d been different when she was young.

The one benefit of this cabin was that it was out in the middle of nowhere. Hopefully, they didn’t get much world news. She chuckled at her own joke. These days that was impossible but hopefully people there had more important things to do than worry about a dead billionaire. The best part was she was going to be away from her current town.

As she threw her shirts into her suitcase, guilt crept into her thoughts. Not that it was ever far away. She often felt responsible for her parents’ shortcomings. She hadn’t meant to lie to her former coworkers but she’d loved the anonymity. She’d loved working and feeling like she was a normal person trying to make a living. She’d loved having people think she was normal.

But she wasn’t.

She was alone. Again. Something she was used to. This time, though, she didn’t have her father... Even the negative thoughts she wanted to have about him brought on the guilt. He was gone and couldn’t defend himself.

He was gone.

The words had bite. This time she really was on her own.

The lawyer said she wasn’t to go to or move to the cabin for another month. That wasn’t going to happen. She was done and needed to get out of where she was. She wasn’t waiting.
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Mick held the rake, resting his hands and chin on the end of the handle. It was late; he’d gotten home in time to go back to work. Nina had left him a message. He wasn’t sure how he’d missed her call, especially since she never called him in the evening. But this had been special work.

One of the properties he had planned on doing the next day needed to be done that night. It needed to be cleaned and checked, not to worry about the house, but get it done.  

Someone was moving there.

Soon.

So he’d gone back to work. He’d been at it for almost an hour. It was dark, but the yard light gave him something to work by. This property was his favorite. Not only were the leaves turning a gorgeous orange, red, yellow, and even brown, but the property sat on a hill above the lake. Not that he could see it in the surrounding darkness but knew from many past moments. He’d only been in the house once to do some repairs, but he’d taken a moment to enjoy the view from the second story. It was even more spectacular.

He sighed. He was going to miss taking care of this place. He’d been working hard to make sure that the area around the cabin, although he called it that facetiously as it was a decent-sized two-story house, was immaculate. He always did a good job, but he was taking a lot more time and attention. One part of him hoped it would impress the new owner, so they’d keep him on.

No one had been there in years. At least, not that he’d seen. The pile of leaves he’d been raking was a small mountain. He grabbed some bags from his truck and started to fill them. The temptation was too much, though. He tossed aside the bag he was filling and jumped into the massive mound. Laughing, he laid there for a few moments, enjoying the fruits of his labor. This was the best part of his job.

The sound of a vehicle pulling into the driveway and headlights dancing over the area galvanized him up onto his feet. But it didn’t go as smoothly as he would have liked. He lurched forward, stumbling a few steps before gaining his balance. The car pulled up beside the house.

“Hello.” He gave a welcoming smile the moment the person stepped from the car.

He didn’t get the same. The woman’s face was devoid of warmth or welcome. Although, he conceded that maybe the yard light just wasn’t flattering.

Her eyes darted toward the house. “Who are you?” She didn’t sound happy. In fact, she sounded scared.

He lifted his hands slowly, holding them up, trying to offer her some measure of safety. “I’m the handyman. I look after the place. I was just raking and bagging the leaves. I’m Mick.”

She seemed a bit less tense. He strode toward her, offering her his hand. She might be his new boss. The look she gave him, though, had him halting ten feet away. Her gaze and her stance were wary.

“You thought you’d play in them as well? Aren’t you a little old?”

“Maybe. But it’s fun.”

“Right.” She opened the back car door, grabbed a bag, and gave him a wide berth as she walked by. As she neared the cabin, her steps slowed but she walked up to the door, pulled out some keys, and let herself in.

Not a good first impression.

Mick swore but went back to work. He hoped that what had just happened didn’t mean he was going to get fired. Although, from her attitude to the older car she drove, there was a good chance of it.

Who was this woman? Was she the new owner? Just because she was moving in... He was curious as to who she was and if she had anything to do with the other five properties that may or may not be under new ownership.

Dammit. She could fire him.

Mick glanced at his watch. It had been a long day, starting at 6:00 a.m. He was tired and hungry, but he had a new neighbor. One that he hadn’t really welcomed very well. As part of the local crime prevention group, it was his responsibility to keep an eye on anyone new in the area. He approached the cabin. The woman was standing about five feet inside the open door. Her bag was still clutched in her hand. Staying outside, he tapped on the doorframe. She glanced at him over her shoulder. Her face alight with... shock?
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